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Executive Summary

One year ago, on March 21, 2025, hundreds of experienced employees overseeing the
Department of Homeland Security (DHS) abruptly learned that the Trump
administration was firing them. The Department’s Office of Civil Rights and Civil
Liberties (CRCL), Office of the Immigration Detention Ombudsman (OIDO), and Office
of the Citizenship and Immigration Services Ombudsman (CISOMB), if not abolished,
were to be shrunk to their “absolutely irreducible minimum.”

The “Reductions in Force” came at the same time that the new administration was
launching a “mass deportation” campaign, supercharging often aggressive arrests,
detentions, and repatriations while dramatically increasing the capacities of the
Department’s border and migration law enforcement agencies, Customs and Border
Protection (CBP), Border Patrol, and Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE).

This report focuses mainly on the Civil Rights and Civil Liberties office and the
Detention Ombudsman’s office, which most frequently oversaw the law enforcement
agencies. A year later, including contract personnel, the first has seen its staff cut by 80
percent and the second by 96 percent. Litigation to undo the cuts continues in federal
court.

Even before the Trump administration took an axe to them, these offices were far too
small and under-resourced to oversee a Department with about 240,000 employees.
They lacked the authority to initiate investigations and to make their recommendations
stick. As the Kino Border Initiative found during years of submitting abuse complaints
on behalf of migrants arriving at its Nogales, Sonora shelter, a lack of transparency was
a chronic problem.

But since the agencies’ near-total dismantling on March 21, the experience has been far
worse. Many complaint investigations have been halted. No new recommendations have
been issued. The ability to submit new complaints—through web forms in English—has
been truncated. Investigations now stop if the complainant is no longer in ICE custody.
Case updates are almost impossible to obtain after receiving a sparse form email. In
Nogales, over the past year, the Kino Border Initiative has experienced months of radio
silence from offices that were more communicative in the past, followed by a wave of
case-closure notices offering no indication that complaints were meaningfully
investigated or that any recommendations resulted.



This deep reduction in oversight could not come at a worse time, as regular front-page
revelations of abuse and rights violations committed by DHS agencies, from the streets
of Minneapolis to the cells of the U.S. detention network, make urgently clear. These
times call for more oversight, more accountability, more transparency, and more
embedding of democratic, rights-respecting values throughout the Department.

This report, from two organizations with decades of combined experience monitoring
human rights at the U.S.-Mexico border, contains a series of recommendations to guide
a restoration of internal oversight capacity at DHS. While the March 2025 reductions in
force must be reversed immediately, the Department can go further. Assisted by new
authorities and appropriations from Congress, it can take a series of common-sense
steps to uphold the dignity of victims, make repeated abuses less likely, and instill a
culture that recognizes that respect for civil rights, civil liberties, privacy, and detainees’
rights is a necessary element of success in securing the homeland—never an obstacle.

I. What these agencies were and did

On March 21, 2025, two months after Donald Trump’s inauguration, the Department of
Homeland Security (DHS) abruptly issued “Reduction in Force” (RIF) notices informing
nearly all staff at three of the Department’s internal oversight agencies that their
positions were being abolished and their offices subjected to “dissolution.” Those
agencies are the DHS Office of Civil Rights and Civil Liberties (CRCL), the Office of the
Immigration Detention Ombudsman (OIDO), and the Office of the Citizenship and
Immigration Services Ombudsman (CISOMB).

This report focuses on what befell the first two, CRCL and OIDO. These more
frequently oversaw and investigated the DHS border and migration law enforcement
agencies: Customs and Border Protection (CBP) and its Border Patrol component, and
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE).

Statutory authorities of CRCL and OIDO

The Homeland Security Act, passed in 2002 following the September 11, 2001 attacks,
created DHS, a collection of component agencies that comprise by far the largest civilian
law enforcement entity in the United States. Within DHS, the largest of those armed,
uniformed agencies are CBP and ICE. At first, the Homeland Security Act did not
establish strong internal oversight or internal affairs bodies to govern conduct and
discipline within those agencies’ ranks, even as the DHS workforce grew to
approximately 240,000 people.!



Today, those bodies—most formed well after 2002—do exist, but they remain small and
fragmented, with overlapping authorities. They include:

e An Inspector-General (about 700 employees);

e Offices of Professional Responsibility at CBP (about 700 employees and 550
criminal investigators) and ICE (about 251 criminal investigators);

e CRCL (about 144 employees as of early 2025); and

e OIDO (about 116 employees as of early 2025).2

Assuming 240,000 personnel, that is a pre-2025 ratio of 126 employees per oversight
agency employee. This was a very lean oversight presence. By comparison, the largest
police force in the United States, the New York Police Department, had half this ratio in
2015: 63 police per Internal Affairs employee.?

Under Title 6 U.S. Code, Section 345 and Title 42 U.S. Code, Section 2000ee-1, CRCL
can investigate civil rights and civil liberties complaints, such as discrimination based
on a protected characteristic (such as race, religion, or sexuality), violation of rights
while in immigration detention or as when subjected to immigration enforcement,
violation of due process rights, or any other type of abuse, including physical abuse. In
addition to responding to individual complaints, CRCL provides policy advice to DHS
and its agencies on civil rights and civil liberties issues.

OIDO was created by the Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2020, which added it to
the U.S. Code, making it a permanent agency. The office takes individual complaints
about conditions in DHS custody, offering “an independent, neutral, and confidential
process to receive, investigate, resolve, and provide redress.” It can conduct
unannounced visits to detention facilities, and makes recommendations to DHS
agencies. The statute establishing OIDO requires that the Office’s functions be
“complementary” to the functions of existing DHS agencies, including CRCL.

Missions
Key missions that these offices—especially CRCL—fulfilled include the following.

e Investigating complaints. In recent years, CRCL processed about 3,000
complaints per year, and OIDO received about 11,000 per year.

e Making recommendations, and influencing policies. At times,
complaints and investigations have resulted in CRCL’s publication of formal
recommendations calling for changes to DHS policies and procedures to prevent
a repetition of abuse. However, CRCL was not empowered to compel DHS



components to follow those recommendations: if they did not concur or did not
change their behavior, the agency could do little more. Still, recommendations
have often influenced how policies were carried out.

e Receiving notice of, and reviewing, all deaths in ICE custody and CBP-
involved deaths. “At least half a dozen death-related complaint investigations
were open when CRCL's work was abruptly and illegally stopped,” explained
whistleblower testimony from a former CRCL official.*

e Conducting inspections of detention facilities. OIDO staff paid frequent
inspection visits of ICE and CBP facilities.>

Size and growth

The Homeland Security Act of 2002 created the position of a Civil Rights and Civil
Liberties Officer at DHS, but did not specify that Officer’s staff and budget. Over the
years, as complaints, responsibilities, and caseloads grew, so did the CRCL office. Over
more than 20 years of appropriations, DHS requested, and often received from
Congress, additional funds to carry out the CRCL Officer’s increased responsibilities.

By fiscal 2023, CRCL had 144 employees and a $46 million annual budget, just 0.05
percent of the overall, pre-“One Big Beautiful Bill Act,” DHS budget.¢ By early 2025,
OIDO had 116 paid employees.” As noted above, this staffing strength, which includes
CRCL staff dedicated to Equal Employment Opportunity cases among DHS personnel, is
modest compared to the Department’s 240,000-person workforce, and especially
compared to its base budget of nearly $100 billion per year (plus about $140 billion
more through 2029 via the 2025 “One Big Beautiful Bill” Act).

Examples of successes

As an agency within the DHS chain of command that could issue recommendations but
not enforce them, CRCL and OIDO lacked teeth and resources, but they made a
difference, especially in urgent individual cases or during crises requiring guidance for
reforms.

CRCL is “an office that serves a fire alarm function,” Margo Schlanger, a former CRCL
officer, told Bloomberg Government.8 Even without the power to discipline or compel
behavior, “the civil rights team served as a deterrent to Border Patrol and immigration
agents who didn’t want the hassle and paperwork of an investigation, staff said, and its
closure signals that rights violations, including those against U.S. citizens, could go
unchecked,” ProPublica explained.®



CRCL played an important role in revealing the migrant family separations
that generated a major public outcry during the first Trump administration. The
agency helped to uncover “that officials weren’t properly tracking children and
parents to be able to reunite them,” Schlanger said.10

CRCL’s investigations into medical care in detention facilities were
particularly well-regarded, as they relied on the work of contracted medical
experts.!! “Without this oversight, there is risk of imminent harm to individuals
with urgent medical or mental health needs,” warned a May 2025 disclosure from
protected whistleblowers from CRCL, led by the Government Accountability
Project.12

OIDO was effective in individual cases that needed immediate attention.
“OIDO could fix things in real time,” a legislative staffer told KBI and WOLA.13
Its lack of enforcement power “doesn’t mean that CRCL has been useless,”
Schlanger wrote at Democracy Journal. “In fact, it has made a significant
difference in both Democratic and Republican administrations. For example,
CRCL played a key role in improving DHS’s policies to prevent sexual abuse in
immigration detention, and in building systems to bridge language
barriers.”14

Flaws

Thirty-two complaints that KBI originated over the past 11 years resulted in new CRCL
recommendations or referrals for disciplinary action. Still, meaningful results from the
complaint process were all too rare. “Civil society is disenchanted with these processes,
after seeing a majority of complaints result in no accountability,” recalled a 2023 KBI-
WOLA report, which detailed numerous “failure points” at which complaints often
“died” or got stuck.1>

Recommendations were not enforceable. Schlanger noted that federal
oversight bodies like CRCL are designed to have “influence without authority.”16
Upon concluding an investigation, CRCL can make recommendations to the
agency or DHS, or it can close a complaint with informal advice. It cannot compel
discipline for misconduct or force an agency to adopt its policy
recommendations.

Much ended up in the “information layer.” CRCL commonly recorded
complaints in its database, which it calls the “information layer,” and took no
further action to investigate. KBI and WOLA noted in 2023, “CRCL Compliance
has shared with advocates that 70 percent of complaints that the Office receives
are not investigated: instead, they are added to the information layer for analysis
of patterns and trends.”!”



e Transparency was often lacking. There is no formal way to track the
progress of a complaint, nor are there clear guidelines for what triggers a need for
investigation. As KBI and WOLA noted in 2023, “There is not currently
transparency regarding under what conditions CRCL considers that a pattern
may exist and an investigation is necessary, beyond the requirement that a large,
but unspecified, number of similar complaints emerge.”!8 That report noted that
of 72 complaints that KBI had submitted to CRCL between 2020 and 2022, 28
ended up in the information layer, and another 28 just “died”: at some stage, the
agency stopped communicating about the case with KBI.

These institutional challenges called for a rethinking of the agency’s authorities, placing
it outside the political chain of command and strengthening of its capacities, including
staffing and caseload management. Instead, the Trump administration worked quickly
to pare CRCL down to a bare, skeletal staff, vastly diminishing not just its authority but
also its influence.

Il. What happened a year ago

Abrupt office closures

On March 21, 2025, DHS officials called CRCL employees to an all-hands meeting at
1:00 p.m., and told them that, under a federal “Reduction in Force” (RIF), their
positions were being terminated in May. “Effective immediately staff would be placed on
administrative leave, should stop work and not contact anyone about the RIF, and
collect their personal belongings,” they were told, according to whistleblower disclosures
managed by the Government Accountability Project. Personnel were unable to notify
complainants and stakeholders that they would not be able to respond to their cases:
they could not even set up email auto-reply messages.1®

“All the oversight in DHS was eliminated today,” read a text that day from an employee,
cited by ProPublica.20 All but three CRCL staff members were laid off on May 23, 2025.

The new DHS management did not portray the firings merely as an effort to cut costs or
gain efficiencies. The assistant secretary of Homeland Security for Public Affairs at the
time, Tricia McLaughlin, explicitly stated that the offices were being shut down
because performance of their statutory duties represented “roadblocks to
enforcement.” McLaughlin added, “These offices have obstructed immigration
enforcement by adding bureaucratic hurdles and undermining DHS’s mission. Rather



Timeline: Dismantling Oversight at DHS (2020-2026)
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Consolidated Appropriations Act creates OIDO.

DHS Office of Civil Rights and Civil Liberties Authorization Act passes the House but fails in the Senate.

CRCL peaks at 144 employees, $46M budget. OIDO receives ~11,000 complaints.

KBI-WOLA report: 70% of CRCL complaints are not investigated.

Last OIDO annual report published (covering 2023).

Trump administration begins.

DHS removes most publicly available CRCL investigation records from its website.

DHS issues RIF notices to nearly all CRCL, OIDO, and CISOMB staff. Employees are placed on administrative
leave and told to stop work. CRCL has 778 open complaints, including ~550 under active investigation.

KBI complaint after a woman is deported without her belongings at the Nogales port of entry. CBP eventually
returns them but takes no systemic corrective action.

KBI emails OIDO and receives auto-reply: the office "has been abolished and is no longer operational." 49
members of Congress oppose the cuts.

Deputy director Sartini tells a federal judge that a plan for the reduced offices is "still being formed."

Layoffs formally completed at CRCL, OIDO, and CISOMB.

Migrant "Judith" deported after surgery without medical discharge documentation, violating DHS's own policy. Her
complaint is later closed without investigation.

Government Accountability Project publishes whistleblower disclosure from former CRCL employees warning of
imminent harm.

Former CRCL employee Rebekah Tosado testifies before Senate Democrats: *| believe this level of staffing is
inadequate to fulfill the statutory duties of the Office.”

DHS removes complaint-process information posted in detention facilities.

Congress approves "One Big Beautiful Bill Act": $170B+ in new CBP/ICE spending, more than doubling ICE's
Enforcement and Removal Operations division.

Former CRCL employee tells NPR: "More people are going to die in custody... there are not going to be the same
level of checks and balances internally.”

Sartini deposition: CRCL down to ~32 personnel (-80%), OIDO to 5 (-96%), CISOMB to 2 (-95%).

0OIDO receives only 280 complaints total—vs. 12,664 in FY 2023.

11 deaths in ICE custody documented in the first 60 days of 2026.

DHS filing: OIDO had 388 open complaints on Mar. 21, 2025; none resolved between then and Aug. 13, 2025.

DHS sends Congress its first CRCL report since the firings (covering 2024). No semiannual reports produced. DHS
owes Congress three semiannual CRCL and two annual OIDO reports.

ICE/Border Patrol shoot and kill Alex Pretti in Minneapolis, 17 days after an ICE agent kills Renee Good. OPR does
not collect evidence at the scene.

DHS filing: CRCL has issued no recommendation memos since March 2025. Investigations are now closed when a
complainant is deported.

DHS Inspector General alleges "systematic obstruction® by DHS leadership. Proposed 2026 appropriations: CRCL
cut 77%, OIDO zeroed out, CISOMB cut 57%.



than supporting law enforcement efforts, they often function as internal adversaries that
slow down operations.”21

“But that’s the whole point!” wrote Schlanger, the former CRCL officer. “Congress
created CRCL precisely to put the brakes on runaway operations that threaten civil
rights.”22

The Reduction in Force notices had referred to the “dissolution” of CRCL and
OIDO.23 KBI received an emailed response to an April 2025 complaint to OIDO that
read, “The Office of the Immigration Detention Ombudsman has been abolished and is
no longer operational. Consequently, this inbox will not be monitored.”2*

Abolition or dissolution would be unlawful: both offices’ existence is mandated by
statute, and only Congress can repeal those mandates. In litigation brought by
organizations that filed complaints with and relied on the offices (Robert F. Kennedy
Human Rights v. Department of Homeland Security), declarations from Trump
administration officials denied that they sought to dissolve or abolish the offices.

Instead, the new administration sought to reduce the agencies to their “absolutely
irreducible minimum.”2> Two months after the RIFs, on May 19, 2025, Ronald Sartini,
the official simultaneously serving as USCIS ombudsman and deputy director of CRCL
and OIDO, told Judge Ana C. Reyes, “Right now we're in the process of forming our
plan. The Secretary's office has asked me to come up with a notional plan for the two
offices.”26

What’s left of the agencies

By December 2025, according to a deposition from Sartini that month, the staff
reductions were as follows:

e CRCL had two full-time employees (not counting its new chief officer, Troup
Hemenway, or Sartini) and about 25 to 30 full-time-equivalent contractor
personnel. Assuming 30 personnel equivalents, this represents an 80 percent
reduction in workforce from 147 before March 21, 2025.

e OIDO had three full-time employees, two detailees, and no contractors, for a
total of five people. That is a 96 percent reduction in workforce from 118
before March 21, 2025.

e CISOMB had one full-time employee and one detailee, for a total of two staffers
plus a portion of Sartini’s time. That is a 95 percent reduction in workforce
from 40 before March 21, 2025.27



DHS Internal Oversight Agencies: Staff Before and After March 21, 2025
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“I believe this level of staffing is inadequate to fulfill the statutory duties of the
Office,” read June 2025 testimony, before Senate Judiciary Committee Democrats, of
former CRCL employee and whistleblower Rebekah Tosado.28 “This staffing plan shows
either a marked lack of understanding of or indifference to the statutory duties of the
office and the personnel needed to fulfill these duties,” read a court filing from a former
CRCL senior policy advisor. “Given that DHS has over 250,000 employees and 200,000
contractor staff, it would be impossible for less than 25 employees to provide adequate
oversight and ensure statutory compliance of all of the Department.”2°

The reduced capacity is stark. At a time when DHS’s ICE component is regularly
breaking records for the size of its detained population, with 11 in-custody deaths in the
first 60 days of 2026, OIDO now has only five full-time employees to respond
to situations in 220 active detention facilities.3°

Sartini testified in December 2025 that this ratio of employees to detention facilities is
“feasible. And the fact that we already have knocked out 22 inspections tells me that that
can be done.”! In a January 2026 filing, however, former employees’ attorneys noted
that “all of these were announced inspections with a few business days’ notice and were
conducted by one or two OIDO employees as inspectors, without any of the medical or
environmental experts” who used to participate.32

Halting complaint investigations and other work

On March 21, 2025, CRCL had 778 complaints either under investigation or pending
review. Approximately 550 cases were open and under investigation; the rest were
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pending review.33 More than 200 open investigations involved medical referral
complaints.34

A February 6, 2026 filing from DHS noted that “CRCL has not issued
recommendations memos” since the March 2025 firings, though a January 2026
filing mentions “one complaint [that] resulted in a draft recommendation
memorandum.”35

A whistleblower disclosure noted that complaints left in limbo included allegations that
CBP discriminated against travelers at ports of entry based on national origin, religious
affiliation, or “engagement in protected First Amendment activity”; both ICE and CBP
selecting enforcement targets based on “language spoken, race and ethnicity, and First
Amendment protected activity”; and allegations of inadequate medical care at ICE
detention facilities in California, “including one complainant who reported severe
gastrointestinal pain with rectal bleeding for six months before he obtained a
colonoscopy.”36

With the firings of all staff with expertise in prison rape and sexual abuse prevention,
“all oversight aimed at making recommendations to enhance protections against sexual
abuse or assault in DHS custody has stopped,” the whistleblower disclosure warned.
CRCL had approximately 25 sexual abuse complaint investigations open and pending
when staff were fired on March 21, 2025. “For example, CRCL was investigating
allegations that a woman was ‘“forcibly strapped to a restraint chair by male guards,
stripped, and mocked’ during a mental health crisis in ICE detention at the Baker
County Detention Facility.”3”

For its part, “OIDO had 388 complaints as of March 21, 2025, of which 375 resulted in
an open investigation,” read a January 17, 2026 DHS filing.38 DHS data obtained
through discovery noted that OIDO “resolved, dismissed, or otherwise closed” 2,057
complaints between January 20 and March 21, 2025, and none between March 21 and
August 13, 2025 (when the data was provided).3?

The February 6 DHS filing noted a troubling policy change during the past year: “if the
alien is no longer in ICE custody, the Offices enter the complaint into the system but do
not open an investigation.” This means that deporting the victim may now be
sufficient to close investigations into even serious cases of abuse.*0

Other policy changes have created new obstacles to submitting new complaints. CRCL

and OIDO are no longer accepting complaints via email or postal mail. The only way to
submit a complaint is through the offices’ web portals. In response to the White
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House’s executive order mandating that all government communications be published
in English only, the portal now offers no options in other languages, even though
nearly all victims’ native languages are not English.+!

The web portal is now the only option for people held in ICE detention to submit
complaints about mistreatment, even though in 2023, only 2.2 percent of OIDO
complaints (282 of 12,664) were initiated that way.42 Some, but not all, detention
facilities provide tablets that detainees can use to complete the English form. Assuming
that a tablet is indeed available—a big question, especially if being held in solitary
confinement—the detained person must (a) have sufficient internet access, (b) have
guards grant enough time to complete the form, (c) be able to enter information in
English or using translation apps (requiring much copying-and-pasting on a tablet’s
mobile OS), and (d) not be deported, which would close the investigation.

OIDO: Complaints Received
Before and After Mass Firings

12,664

Before
March 21;
After March 21;
SUEﬁ;ftEd web portal is
via web only option
portal
280
e ]
Fy 2023 Mar 21 -Dec 21, 2025
(full year) (9 months)

inces: OIDCY annual data; Sartini depesition (Dec. 2025). 1D 2025 figure
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Between March 21 and December 21, 2025, OIDO received 280 complaints, a stark,
steep drop from the 12,664 received in fiscal year 2023.43 In a deposition, Sartini stated
that the drop is mainly due to the absence of OIDO case workers, who had frequently
been present at detention centers before March 2025.44 His testimony did not indicate
whether OIDO, in its reduced form, supported people in detention who sought to file
complaints, or provided information about the complaints process. Another likely
reason for the decline is that, by June 2025, DHS had removed posted information from
detention facilities about how to file complaints with CRCL and OIDO.%5

In the months after the March 21 firings, those with pending complaints received form
emails, sent in batches. “These form emails also afford no way for the complainant or
assistance requester to communicate directly with the office to provide information
relevant to an ongoing investigation or to request further assistance,” explained a
January memorandum from plaintiffs in the Robert F. Kennedy Human Rights v.
Department of Homeland Security litigation.

Before March 21, 2025, correspondence from CISOMB and CRCL used to include a phone
number and email address that people could contact with questions or to provide
additional information. These phone numbers are no longer operational, and emails sent
to CISOMB’s email address prompt an autoresponse that the mailbox is no longer
monitored.46

Poor reporting to Congress

One of the only ways to determine whether these agencies are fulfilling their missions is
through regular reports to Congress required by law. These must provide quantitative
data on the use of funds, complaints, investigations, recommendations, and their
outcomes.4’

These reports’ delivery was chronically late before the Trump administration began, but
the tempo has slowed notably since then. CRCL must produce an annual report, which is
only current through September 30, 2024, and semiannual reports, which are only
current through March 31, 2024. OIDO must produce an annual report, but has not
done so since March 29, 2024 (covering fiscal 2023).48 This lateness, likely a
consequence of the radical staff cuts, makes oversight very difficult.

By February 2025, DHS had already wiped from its website most publicly available
records of past CRCL investigations and recommendations, making oversight even more
difficult. Meanwhile, congressional staff who are trying to conduct oversight of civil
rights, civil liberties, and detention issues at DHS are being stonewalled. One minority
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party staffer from a relevant committee said that DHS headquarters hadn’t
responded to an inquiry in months. “We’re getting almost nothing out of DHS.”49

lll. The national effect of diminished oversight

More operations that place rights and liberties at risk

The sharp staff reductions, procedural obstacles, and severely reduced operational
tempo at DHS’s internal oversight agencies have happened at a time of greatly elevated
risk of human rights abuse.

e The Trump administration has launched a historic “mass deportation”
campaign, promising more aggressive enforcement activity, more detention
operations, and more deportations.

e Top officials at the White House and DHS have communicated to agents that they
are unfettered and even have “immunity,” while portraying victims of apparent
misuse of force as “criminals” and “domestic terrorists.”>°

e The administration proposed, and the U.S. Congress narrowly approved in July
2025, an unprecedented infusion of over $170 billion in new border and
immigration enforcement spending, the vast majority of it for CBP and ICE. That
will be enough to multiply detention and deportation capacity, while more than
doubling ICE’s Enforcement and Removal Operations (ERO) division and adding
3,000 more Border Patrol agents to a force of less than 20,000.51

“This massive infusion of funds to ICE is super problematic,” an unnamed former CRCL
employee told NPR in October 2025. “If we were still there, we would be
incredibly busy.” This individual added, “More people are going to die in custody as a
result because there are not going to be the same level of checks and balances internally.
And the American public will not be able to be as outraged because there’s no one with
whom to file these complaints.”52

From the January 2026 ICE and Border Patrol killings of Renee Good and Alex Pretti in
Minneapolis, to the 11 deaths documented in ICE custody between January 3 and
March 1, 2026, the risks of human rights abuse at the hands of DHS personnel and
contractors have become a major national issue, the stuff of daily front-page news.53
While this report will not detail those risks, any list must include the following.

e Misuse of both lethal and non-lethal force, from point-blank shootings to
deliberate misuse of less-lethal projectiles to hazardous vehicle pursuits. Failure
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to de-escalate or show basic knowledge of democratic crowd control. Official
narratives of incidents later contradicted by evidence.

Rapid hiring of law enforcement personnel, with loosened eligibility standards.
For ICE agents, training has been cut from 72 to 42 days.5*

Agents masking and otherwise hiding identities while carrying out operations.
Setting very high ICE arrest quotas—reportedly 3,000 per day, although daily
totals have been less than half of that—and profiling people based on race,
ethnicity, language or accent, presence at a particular location, or profession.55
Raiding residences without judicial warrants.5¢

Placing civil liberties and privacy at severe risk through rapid adoption of new
technologies: facial recognition, data mining, license plate readers, combined
federal databases, seizing phones at border crossings, issuing administrative
subpoenas to tech companies, and much else.

Deteriorating conditions in detention—including at newly opened or
reopened sites, like Fort Bliss’s East Montana tent encampment, the Guantanamo
Bay naval base, or the Dilley Family Detention facility—with allegations ranging
from misuse of force to denial of medical care, including for pregnant and
lactating mothers and children.>”

Expansion of detention through the development of a $38 billion warehouse
system that may hold nearly 100,000 people at a time. Increasing the detained
population by revoking documented statuses for populations that
overwhelmingly have no criminal records. Denying bond for millions with asylum
or other immigration cases who may have, at one time, entered the United States
improperly.

Expanding deportations of people who have lived in the United States for much
of their lives. Shackling them on long flights. Deporting third countries’ citizens
to about 20 countries.>8 Attempted use of the Alien Enemies Act to deny due
process and imprison people indefinitely overseas. Parents separated from U.S.
citizen children at times without the choice to bring or leave them.5>°

What recourse remains

This panorama calls for a robust and aggressive oversight capability. Small and limited
in their authorities, CRCL and OIDO were not always robust or aggressive, but the deep
cutbacks leave victims of DHS rights violations with even less recourse.

“Nobody knows where to go without CRCL, and that’s the point,” a former
senior CRCL official told ProPublica. “They [Trump administration officials] don’t care
about civil rights and civil liberties.”6® Without the internal DHS bodies, “immigration
advocates are turning to members of Congress to address problems on behalf of their

15



clients,” NPR noted.®! That solution may only work for the most egregious abuses,
however, and it does not scale if congressional staffers’ limited bandwidth for moving
individual cases is saturated.

“The elimination of oversight mechanisms leaves individuals detained...around the
country without recourse, undermines transparency, and erodes public trust in the
Department’s ability to uphold basic human rights and responsibly manage billions of
taxpayer dollars,” read an April 2025 letter from 49 members of Congress opposing the
cuts to CRCL and OIDO.“This decision is particularly troubling given previous findings
of abuse and neglect in DHS facilities, which underscore the necessity of independent
oversight.”62

Three internal oversight bodies remain. DHS does have an Office of Inspector
General (OIG), which gets the “right of first refusal” to take on case investigations and
often delays decisions on whether to hand them off to CRCL or other agencies.

The DHS OIG has been in disarray for some time, as KBI and WOLA explained in the
2023 joint report.®3 That document cited a June 2021 U.S. Government Accountability
Office report that found “long-standing management weaknesses” at the OIG, including
“work quality concerns, high leadership turnover,” operating without a strategic plan,
and steadily increasing time required to complete reports.o*

Offices of Professional Responsibility (OPRs), a capability created within the
past 15 years, exist at CBP and ICE to investigate and recommend discipline for
allegations of “employee corruption and serious misconduct,” including potential
human rights violations like misuse of force and personnel-related deaths in custody.
The CBP OPR has recently grown thanks to authorizing legislation that passed
Congress in 2020 and appropriations legislation in 2022, and now has about 700 staff,
including 550 investigative special agents. The ICE OPR, meanwhile, is less than half
the size of CBP’s, with 251 investigators as of August 2025.65

Both OPRs focus on investigating employee misconduct. Neither is the appropriate
venue for victims seeking redress for individual cases, like detention conditions; for
recommending department-wide policy changes to prevent abuse; or for reviewing
existing policies and procedures. Those roles fell more heavily to CRCL and OIDO when
they were able to take them on.
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IV. On the Ground in Nogales: the effect of diminished
oversight

From KBI's vantage point in Nogales, the past year has made clear how the partial
dismantling of civil rights oversight has translated into near-total impunity on the
ground. Over the past year, KBI staff have seen the rate of complaint investigation fall to
zero, down from 28 percent during the Biden administration and 49 percent during the
first Trump administration. Since January 20, 2025, KBI has submitted 21 complaints
on behalf of migrants, yet not a single one has resulted in a formal investigation.
Instead, 43 percent (nine complaints) have been closed without investigation after an
average wait of more than three months for any response at all.

KBI (Nogales): Share of Complaints
Resulting in Investigation, by Administration

49%

28%

0%
First Trump Second Trump
admin. admin.
(2025-26)
Bources: KBl complalnt recards: KBl rates based on complaints submitned ta CRCL
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This collapse in accountability is occurring amid ongoing abuse: 83 percent of people
KBI interviewed after deportation reported experiencing some form of
abuse during detention or arrest, a rate that exceeds previous years, underscoring
how widespread misconduct has become. Many people tell KBI staff they do not wish to
file a complaint at all, citing increased fear of retaliation under the current
administration, mistrust in U.S. institutions, and the belief that “nothing will change,”
given their own experiences or those of others.

For those who do decide to seek redress, KBI first determines which DHS oversight
bodies should be notified, including CRCL, OIG, OIDO, and OPR. In cases involving
CRCL, OIG, and OIDO, complainants are requested to fill out an online form on each of
these offices’ websites. The forms are currently available only in English. As a double-
check on the system, KBI also emails the filed complaint to these offices. In practice,
however, KBI has received no response from these systems and has only received a
generic acknowledgment from CRCL as a response to the emails, often months after
submission, informing that no further action will be taken on the case. Even basic
information about whether an investigation was opened, or why a
complaint was closed, cannot be obtained, leaving both victims and advocates in
the dark.

The result is a complaints system that feels performative rather than protective, with
devastating consequences for individuals. The case of one man, who had lived in Utah
for 27 years working as a chef, illustrates this clearly. After being stopped by local police
on his way home from work, he was turned over to ICE and detained for three months at
the Florence Detention Center, where he developed a severe stomach illness, likely due
to spoiled food and unsafe water. When he requested medical care and later reported
the neglect, guards punished him by placing him in solitary confinement for several
days, in a cell migrants call “el Hoyo” or “the hole.” His story mirrors reports from
numerous people deported to Nogales who describe retaliation when they complain:
guards threatening them with isolation, taking away privileges, or accelerating their
deportation if they “cause problems.”

Faced with this kind of retribution, many migrants conclude that filing a complaint is
too dangerous, further suppressing already low rates of reporting and reinforcing a cycle
in which abuse goes unchallenged and unrecorded.

Judith’s case shows how this impunity can follow a person even beyond the moment of
deportation, undermining their basic right to medical care. In May 2025, Judith was
detained after entering the United States with a serious injury that required surgery to
stabilize her wound. Doctors performed surgery, but Border Patrol discharged her
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without any information about the procedure, medications, or follow-up care, leaving
Mexican doctors unable to properly continue her treatment when she was returned to
Nogales. This violated CBP’s own hospital discharge policy, which it committed to
develop following CRCL's recommendations.®® Such policy requires that deported
patients leave with clear documentation of their diagnosis and care plan.

KBI filed a complaint with CRCL and other appropriate offices and even sought
assistance from Sen. Mark Kelly’s office, which formally inquired about the case. For
months, neither KBI nor the Senator’s office received any substantive response; seven
months later, KBI learned by email that the complaint had been closed without
investigation. Under the current administration, this appears to be the default
outcome for formal complaints, even when they allege clear violations of
DHS’s own policies and implicate serious risks to life and health.

At the local level in Nogales, KBI has sometimes seen individual officials respond in
ways that partially mitigate harm, though even these limited successes highlight how
fragile and exceptional accountability has become. In one case, in March 2025, a woman
was deported without her belongings, including important identity documents. KBI
submitted a complaint and repeatedly visited and called the port of entry, while also
contacting CBP’s Office of Professional Responsibility. OPR acknowledged receipt by
email and indicated who to contact at the Port of Entry (POE). Eventually, CBP officers
at the POE located and returned the woman’s belongings after sustained advocacy from
KBI.

No corrective action was taken to address the underlying problem or ensure that others
would not lose their property, and there was no indication that any central oversight
body had taken up the case. These rare “success” stories depend almost entirely on
individual goodwill at the local level, rather than on any predictable, institutionalized
complaint process.

In fact, Nogales provides a stark before-and-after contrast that shows how dramatically
the complaints system has deteriorated. In the case of a migrant called José Alfredo in
March 2022, a Border Patrol agent struck him and then ran him over with an all-terrain
vehicle (ATV), later deporting him without any medical information for follow-up care
in Mexico. KBI filed complaints with CRCL and OPR in April 2022, both of which
responded and opened an investigation. Within a few months, having demonstrated that
he could not access adequate medical services in Nogales, José Alfredo was allowed to
enter the United States with a humanitarian visa so that he could receive treatment for
the injuries inflicted by Border Patrol. After a year, DHS OIG and CBP OPR informed
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KBI that they had completed an investigation and disciplined the officer involved,
although they did not share details of the discipline.

This case showed that, while slow and limited, the oversight system could function:
complaints could trigger investigations, and investigations could lead to some measure
of redress and reform. Under the current administration, those same mechanisms have
largely ground to a halt, and KBI has not seen similar outcomes since the March 2025
reductions in force.

The situation regarding CRCL's recommendations for hospital discharge further
illustrates both the potential and the fragility of DHS’s internal oversight.6” Several
years ago, after at least three complaints from KBI about migrants being deported from
a Tucson hospital without adequate medical documentation or coordination, CRCL
opened an investigation into patterns of medical neglect and discharge failures. That
investigation took years to complete, but it ultimately led to specific recommendations.
In July 2024 DHS agreed to adopt four of CRCL’s five recommendations, including
guidance requiring that people deported after hospitalization receive clear medical
discharge paperwork.

This memo became an important tool for advocates, who could point to DHS’s own rules
when challenging dangerous practices. Yet in Judith’s May 2025 case, discussed above,
Border Patrol appears to have ignored the guidance entirely, sending her back to Mexico
without any medical documentation despite her serious injury. Instead of investigating
this apparent violation of its own accepted recommendations, DHS simply closed her
complaint. What was once a slow but meaningful path from complaint to
policy change has been replaced by a system that not only fails to enforce
existing safeguards, but often refuses even to acknowledge when those
safeguards are violated.

Taken together, KBI's experience over the past year reveals a complaints system that is
not merely weakened but in free fall. The sharp decline in investigations, the routine
closure of complaints without explanation, the retaliatory environment that deters
migrants from speaking out, and the abandonment of previously accepted reforms all
point to a Department that has chosen impunity over accountability. The handful of
cases in which local officials have intervened to correct errors—returning belongings,
responding to urgent medical needs, or, in the past, disciplining abusive agents—are the
exceptions that prove the rule: individual agents may still try to do the right
thing, but the structures meant to support them have been hollowed out.
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For people like Judith, José Alfredo, and the many deported migrants who receive
services at KBI'’s shelter each day, the message is clear: even when they take the
considerable risk of filing a complaint, the system that should protect their rights is
increasingly unwilling, or unable, to respond.

Recommendations

To the Trump administration (or its successor) and DHS

A. Reverse the “reductions in force” by rehiring, to the greatest extent
possible, the experienced personnel who were fired on March 21, 2025, so
that they may continue to fulfill their statutorily authorized duties. We echo the
plaintiffs’ call, in the Robert F. Kennedy Human Rights v. Department of Homeland
Security litigation, to:

e “Declare unlawful and set aside...actions to eliminate the DHS Oversight Offices,
including the mass firing of employees and termination of contractors.”

e “Immediately...reverse the RIF and termination of contractors as to CRCL, OIDO,
and/or CIS Ombudsman Office employees and contractors necessary to perform
the DHS Oversight Offices’ statutory functions.”

e “Stop the administration from “taking any further steps that hinder the DHS
Oversight Offices’ ability to perform their statutorily mandated tasks.”68

We note that the administration must rehire those who were fired, if they are willing to
rejoin the agencies, and not fill the vacant positions with new personnel aligned with a
political agenda.

B. Align and streamline DHS civil rights, civil liberties, and detention
oversight, while balancing central coordination with local embedding and
essential specialized expertise.

e The Office of the Inspector General’s “right of first refusal” to investigate cases
continues to pose challenges, as delays in deciding whether to permit other
agencies to investigate cost valuable time. We call on DHS to revise its
Management Directive 810.1 and related policies, to clarify jurisdiction
among oversight offices, set firm time limits for OIG to accept or decline cases,
and prevent referrals that freeze or indefinitely delay other components’
investigations.

e Maintain and strengthen the embedding of specialized oversight personnel with
medical, civil liberties and high level strategic expertise in the appropriate
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component agencies like ICE, CBP and Border Patrol. Require training for all
oversight agency employees that clarifies the role of each oversight body and
communication channels between the bodies when collaboration is needed. Offer
parallel training for NGOs and other agencies that support migrants and
detainees seeking redress.

C. Implement changes to the complaints process. A victim of abuse should not
have to surmount unnecessary hurdles in order to submit a complaint and achieve
redress, and deportation should not be an impetus for termination of an investigation.
This creates a perverse incentive to rush abuse victims out of the country, potentially
violating their due process in an effort to avoid scrutiny and accountability

The DHS oversight agencies should:

Have the technical capacity and personnel necessary to receive and promptly
process complaints submitted via web form, mail, or e-mail.

Provide forms and instructions in the ten most common languages spoken by
migrants encountered in recent years.

Deploy a unified civil-rights and misconduct complaint intake and tracking
system across CRCL, OIG, OPR, and OIDO, including a single public-facing form,
multilingual access, phone and online submission options, and a secure way for
complainants or representatives to receive basic case-status updates.expand
in-custody access to complaint mechanisms across the detention system through
posted information, phone access, and exit interviews at release or removal,
which should include standardized questions on treatment, family separation,
and return of all property.

Reverse the Trump Administration’s policy that investigations be terminated
upon the complainant’s deportation..

D. Ensure oversight agency employees have the resources and authority to
meaningfully investigate complaints in a timely manner, and effect swift
changes when abuse allegations are substantiated.

Agencies should have sufficient staffing and budgets to ensure small caseloads
per employee, which would speed up investigations and responses.

Budgets must be sufficient to allow investigators to travel to perform fieldwork.
Oversight agencies should have access to a mechanism, like subpoena power, that
would grant them the legal authority to compel law enforcement agencies to
respond rapidly to their inquiries.
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E. Improve transparency. As KBI’s experience over the past year makes clear,
feedback to people who submit complaints is now beyond abysmal: little more than a
form email with no way to follow up. Many interviewees, though, agreed that
transparency was also an organizational weakness before March 2025, especially at
CRCL.%°

In this light, we repeat our 2023 recommendations to:

e Provide complainants with a unique complaint number, which they can enter
into a secure online form to view the current status of their complaint, such as
“received,” “pending investigation,” “under investigation,” “pending
recommendation,” “added to information layer,” or “recommendation issued,”
among other potential categories.

e Through that resource, provide complainants with a way to contact staff to offer
new information about their cases, or to inquire about the process when the
“current status” has not changed for an extended period.

e Make complainants aware when their complaints have contributed to
recommendations, and provide the text of those recommendations (redacted if
necessary) and whether the DHS component agency has concurred with them.

2 &

In addition, we call on DHS to immediately resume publishing all CRCL
recommendations online, redacted if necessary, in its Library of Recommendations and
Investigation Memos.

Transparency also means providing required oversight reports to Congress on time and
in detail. As internal oversight agencies, CRCL and OIDO must model proper
compliance with oversight requirements. If the “bottleneck” impeding timely releases is
elsewhere, such as at DHS headquarters, then congressional oversight personnel must
push harder on those responsible for delays, including through public statements or
tying reporting more closely to the release of appropriated funds.

To the U.S. Congress

Though directed at DHS, several of the above recommendations may be difficult to
implement without congressional action, appropriations, or even legislation. Some
changes would require passage of authorizing or appropriation legislation.

A. Increase the salience of CRCL recommendations. Even before March 2025,

CRCL had no effective way to compel DHS component agencies, such as CBP and ICE,
to adhere to its recommendations, even when those agencies concurred. Repetition of
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behaviors or patterns that violate earlier recommendations carries no sanction, and
CRCL can only open new investigations and perhaps refine its earlier recommendations.

In future authorizing language, therefore, Congress should amend existing statutes to
compel adherence to these offices’ recommendations. There should be some sanction for
practicing “business as usual” even after careful investigations and deliberative
processes have led to the publication of recommendations. If Congress cannot give these
agencies greater authority to compel behavior, it should at least give them more
influence.

B. Reject deep appropriations cuts on DHS oversight, and demand that
oversight funding increase at least by the same rate that H.R. 1 increased
ICE and CBP capabilities. DHS oversight agencies’ budgets have never been
commensurate with the task of monitoring the activities of a quarter of a million
employees, many of them authorized to use force or detain people. Yet the 2026
Homeland Security Appropriations bill drafted by congressional appropriators, which
remains before the U.S. Congress as of March 2026, calls for extremely deep cuts:

e CRCL’s budget would drop from $42,964,000 in 2025 to $10,000,000 in 2026, a
77 percent one-year cut.

e OIDO’s budget, $28,641,000 in 2025, would be zeroed out entirely in 2026, at a
time of massive increases to ICE’s detention capacity.

e CISOMB’s budget would fall from $11,597,000 in 2025 to $5,000,000 in 2026, a
57 percent one-year cut.”?

C. Lock in these agencies’ sizes and authorities, so that this cannot happen
again. Volatile cycles of increases and cutbacks do harm to any organization, making
long-term planning and capacity-building impossible. In the words of a former DHS
oversight official, “You can't switch integrity on and off every time the pendulum
swings” electorally.”! To avoid that, CRCL and OIDO need authorizing legislation that
clearly spells out their responsibilities, places CRCL more firmly within the
policymaking process, and specifies that the “absolutely irreducible minimum” includes
no less than one oversight employee for every 100 DHS employees and robust complaint
submission and investigation infrastructure, as described above.

Legislation that passed the House of Representatives, but did not make it through the
Senate in 2020, sought to do some of this for CRCL.72 The Department of Homeland
Security Office for Civil Rights and Civil Liberties Authorization Act would
have mandated the existence of a proper office—not just an “officer”—for civil rights and
civil liberties at DHS. It would have integrated civil rights and civil liberties protections
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into all DHS programs and activities. It would have required assessments of the impact
on rights, liberties, and privacy of all new regulations, initiatives, programs, or policies.
It would have greatly increased transparency over complaints and investigations. A big
step in the right direction, the CRCL Authorization Act has been reintroduced in past
congresses, and deserves to pass if it is introduced again.

Conclusion

We offer these recommendations out of a deep belief that full and energetic defense of
civil rights, civil liberties, and detention standards makes the U.S. government more
effective in achieving its main objective: ensuring not just that our homeland is
secure, but that the nation it is securing is a democracy founded in laws and
the principles of our Constitution’s Bill of Rights.

Professionals who have worked at or with CRCL and OIDO are issuing dire warnings
about what will happen in the absence of these recommendations, with agencies unable
to properly investigate, respond to urgent calls for help, issue recommendations, and
participate in policymaking.

e “The dissolution of CRCL, coupled with the Administration's unprecedented
efforts related to immigration, border enforcement, data-mining and information
sharing, and other activities, pose a grave constitutional risk, as well as a
health and safety risk for individuals who rely on CRCL's processes related to
urgent medical referrals and disability accommodations.” warned whistleblowers
in a May 2025 Government Accountability Project disclosure.”

e “The humanitarian provisions in internal policies and procedures are very likely
not being abided by. I do believe that,” a former CRCL employee told NPR.7

e “Itis literally dangerous,” former CRCL and ICE official Scott Shuchart told
Bloomberg Government. “People die in ICE custody. People die in CBP custody.
And sometimes it happens for unpreventable reasons and sometimes it happens
for preventable reasons.”’5

e A whistleblower disclosure from Dr. Scott Allen and Dr. Pamela McPherson, two
medical experts who contracted with CRCL between 2014 and 2025, warned,
“Without this critical line of oversight and guidance, dangerous mismanagement
that puts detained children, their families, and communities at risk will go
unchecked. As medical professionals, we once more have a duty to warn the
administration of imminent harm to children and their families.”7¢
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We must heed these warnings. The current administration’s adoption of aggressive
arrest, detention, and deportation tactics, along with a multiplication of law
enforcement budgets and personnel with extreme rhetoric from top leadership, is
creating a fertile climate for abuse.

That climate demands that all oversight bodies, even those with small budgets and
circumscribed authorities, be empowered to do their utmost to prevent harm and
protect the democratic, constitutional order of the United States as an open society.
Instead of eviscerating CRCL and OIDO, this and future administrations should be
empowering them. Failure to do so carries severe consequences.
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